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'GENTLENESS AND NOBILITY'; THE 
AUTHORSHIP AND SOURCE. 

THE play Of Gentylnes and Nobylyte, further described as 'A 

dyaloge betwen the Marchau(n)t the Knyght and the plowman dys- 
putyng who is a verey Gentylman,' is known from an undated edition 

printed by John Rastell, who at the end of the piece adds the words, 
'Johes rastell me fieri fecit,' together with the announcement of 

authority usual to both the Rastells, 'Cum priuilegio regali.' 
Since the publication of Warton's History of English Poetry (1774- 

1781), the play has been conjecturally attributed both to Rastell and to 
John Heywood', but neither ascription appears as yet to have been very 
seriously examined or defended. In the absence of external evidence, 
and in the prevailing uncertainty concerning dramatic activity during 
the first half of the sixteenth century, an absolutely final decision 

concerning the origin of the work can hardly perhaps be hoped. It 
seems possible, however, to show that the suggestion of Rastell's author- 

ship has nothing to support it; and I have noted a close connection 
between the play and Chaucer's Wife of Bath's Tale, which seems to 
bear out other indications in identifying it with the accepted work of 

Heywood. 
The conclusion in regard to the nature of Rastell's concern with 

Gentleness and Nobility depends solely upon the explanation given to 
the words of the colophon. These words, 'Johes rastell me fieri fecit,' 
appear to me capable of only two translations, either of which amounts 

very nearly to a virtual disclaimer of Rastell's authorship. The more 

probable interpretation would be to take the phrase as the precise 
equivalent of that which appears at the close of Calisto and Melibea, 
'Johes rastell me imprimi fecit,''John Rastell caused me to be printed'; 

1 As Collier has pointed out, Warton ascribed this play in one place to Rastell, in 
another place, with equal positiveness, to Heywood. In neither instance are any 
arguments given. Cf. Warton, ed. 1840, Vol. In, p. 513, note, and Vol. III, p. 86. 
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C. F. TUCKER BROOKE 

i.e., acted simply as publisher. If, however, one feels that any signifi- 
cance attaches to the difference between the more specific verb used in 
the case of Calisto and Melibea and the more general 'fieri' of our play, 
the only alternative translation grammatically allowable is 'caused me 
to be composed'; i.e., suggested or occasioned the writing of the piece 
by some unmentioned poet, as, for instance, Caxton is said to have 

inspired some of the work of other writers which issued from his press. 
Had Rastell wished to indicate himself as author of Gentleness and 

Nobility, he might doubtless have simplified the phrase which he 

actually employed, and announced, 'J. R. me fecit.' A more conven- 
tional and less ambiguous wording would have been to add, after the 
'Amen' with which the body of the piece closes, the simple phrase, 
'quod J. Rastell.' Thus Heywood signs Witty and Witless 'Amen qd 
John Heywod,' and the contemporary Lusty Juventus ends, 'Amen, 
quod R. Wever.' The only play which John Rastell can reasonably 
be supposed to have written is The Interlude of the Four Elements, 
ascribed to him on the authority of John Bale. As the latter work is 
extant only in a copy lacking the final leaves, it is impossible to say 
how Rastell signed it, if he did so at all. It is certain, however, that 
the Four Elements manifests in form and spirit a conception of dramatic 
art strikingly at variance with that which appears in the dialogue 
before us. 

John Heywood's close family and business relations with the elder 
Rastell make it antecedently far from improbable that he should be the 
author of an interlude, otherwise unclaimed, which came from the press 
of the latter. And it seems to me that the internal evidence in favour 
of Heywood's authorship of Gentleness and Nobility is very much 

stronger than any critic has yet suggested. 
The superficial resemblance between Gentleness and Nobility and 

Heywood's signed dialogue of Witty and Witless, sometimes called Wit 
and Folly, has been very generally recognized, and the two works are 
most frequently discussed together. Each presents a debate concerning 
an academic question, carried on by three interlocutors, and expressed 
in identical metrical form (riming couplets, with a kind of epilogue or 
conclusion in rime royal). But Gentleness and Nobility is considerably 
the more elaborate piece, and shows a much higher degree of dramatic 
skill. The careful art with which the characters of our play are brought 
on and off the stage; the conspicuous ability to develop a serious, 
ordered argument by means of lively dialogue in which each actor 
has his fair part; most of all, probably, the motivation of the whole 
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460 'Gentleness and Nobility'; the Authorship and Source 

drama by the action and reaction upon one another of contrasted class 

types representing social rather than moral or scholastic differences: 
these were no common features of the drama of Henry VIII's reign. 
They are, indeed, the chief characteristics which give to the work of 
John Heywood its recognized unique quality, and are most conspicuous 
in his plays of The Weather and The Four PP. 

One other peculiarity in dramatic method, commonly regarded as an 
innovation of Heywood's original genius and not known in the work of 

any of his contemporaries, appears in Gentleness and Nobility. It is the 

practice of replacing the conventional plot material of the moralities by 
scenes and speeches borrowed from the Canterbury Tales. The in- 
debtedness of our play to a certain part of Chaucer's Wife of Bath's 

Tale, though not previously pointed out, so far as I can discover, seems 
to me quite as close as that of The Pardoner and the Friar and The 
Four PP to other Chaucerian passages. 

I believe that the first suggestion for the whole plot of Gentleness 
and Nobility comes from the old woman's discussion of gentleness of 
birth in Chaucer's tale, though it is, of course, not at all impossible that 

Heywood may have been further assisted in this play, as in The Pardoner 
and the Friar, by some unknown French or English work in dramatic 
form. I quote in parallel columns the lines in which the verbal resem- 
blance between Chaucer and Heywood appears most striking: 

Gentleness and Nobility. 

Part II. Farmer's Facsimile. 

Secunda pars, 11. 8-13. 

For thy folysh and pyuysh oppynyon 
Was because of the grete domynyon 
Of the landis and rentis wher to thou 

wast bore 
Whych thyn auncestours had long tyme 

before 
Thou thynkyst thy self a gentylman 

to be 
Ant that is a folysh reason semyth 

ne (i.e., me). 

Lines 21-24. 

Then to speke by reason grete posses- 
sions 

Make no gentylmen but gentyl con- 
dycyons 

That is the cause and best reason why 
One shuld be callyd a gentylman truly. 

Wife of Bath's Tale. 

Student's Chaucer, ed. Skeat. 

LI. 1109-1112. 

But for ye speken of swich gentillesse 
As is descended out of old richesse, 
That therefore sholden ye be gentil 

men, 
Swich arrogance is nat worth an hen. 

Lines 1113-1116. 

Loke who that is most vertuous alway, 
Privee and apert, and most entendeth 

ay 
To do the gentil dedes that he can, 
And tak him for the grettest gentil 

man. 

This content downloaded from 216.165.126.139 on Fri, 23 Oct 2015 21:36:09 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


C. F. TUCKER BROOKE 

Lines 26-34. 
If a manis auncestours haue be gentyl- 

men 
And verteous and good to common well 
That ought to be reputyd neuer adell 
To the prayse of the chylde whych 

doth refuse 
Such good codycyons & the cotrary vse 
But he ought to be dyspraysyd the 

more 
Because hys auncestours hath shewid 

hym before 
A precedent of gentylnes & vertew 
Whych good example he dothe not 

insew. 

Lines 61-70. 
So I sey vertew & good c6dycyons than 
Is that whych makyth the very gentyl- 

man 
And though the fadyr may bequeth to 

hys son 
Hys ryches hys land & hys possessyon 
Yet may he nothyr gyf nor bequeth 
Unto hym in no wyse after hys deth 
Hys vertew nor hys gentyl codycyons 
They can not descend as other posses- 

syons 
And yf thou wylt be a gentylman 

nedys 
Thou must than vse vertew & gentyll 

dedys. 

Lines 1152-1158. 
And he that wol han prys of his gen- 

trye 
For he was boren of a gentil hous, 
And had his eldres noble and vertuous, 
And nil him-selven do no gentil dedis, 
Ne folwe his gentil auncestre that deed 

is, 
He nis nat gentil, be he duk or erl; 
For vileyns sinful dedes make a cherl. 

Lines 1117-1123. 
Crist wol, we clayme of him our gentil- 

lesse, 
Nat of our eldres for hir old richesse. 
For thogh they yeve us al hir heritage, 
For which we clayme to been of heigh 

parage, 
Yet may they nat biquethe, for no- 

thing, 
To noon of us hir vertuous living, 
That made hem gentil men y-called 

be. 

C. F. TUCKER BROOKE. 
NEW HAVEN, U.S.A. 
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